Dental caries: Early childhood caries, a cause for concern
Sir, Dental caries is an important dental health problem; while most parents and physicians concern center most on caries of the permanent dentition, a child with a carious primary dentition is likely to develop a carious permanent dentition; [1] therefore, it is not surprising that most guidelines recommend early commencement of oral hygiene. Despite successes recorded on a global scale especially in the developed countries, the reverse is the case in poor societies especially in the rural setting. This is mainly due to ignorance not only on the part of the populace but also on the health-care providers because not often do we discuss oral health with our patients except they complain of oral/ teeth-related problems. An illustrative case is that of an 18-month-old boy who presented with recurrent diarrhea, fever, and weight loss. He had been seen severally by health-care professionals at several levels, but their focus of treatment had been on the complaints reported by the parents; issues of oral hygiene were never discussed with the parents. However, the child had extensive dental caries resulting in the loss of the four upper incisors [ Figure 1 ]; this never bothered the parents because they felt it was the milk teeth and it will exfoliate. Oral health and hygiene remains low in most developing countries. [2] Dental caries is a major cause of oral morbidity affecting about 60%-90% of school children and adults; [3, 4] dental caries of primary dentition known as early childhood caries has been described severally with different names such as early childhood tooth decay, bottle-fed tooth decay, and early childhood dental decay; [5] its mechanism is multifactorial depending on the interplay of the bacterial shift in the biofilm, predominant sugar-based meals, poor saliva flow, and poor oral hygiene. Sofola et al. [6] in their study in 2003 reported 18% of dental caries affecting primary dentition; however, this represents cases which were referred for dental care; therefore, the magnitude of the problem may well exceed this figure. Improving global awareness on the need for early commencement of teeth cleaning should be the responsibility of all physicians. This will prevent the development of dental caries, gingivitis, and bad breath. At early ages, clean cloths/ cotton wool could be used and cleaning of the tongue is often a neglected part; this removes food debris which gets fermented by bacteria generating bad breath.
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